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The journey of slaves to the Americas is called the middle passage
because it formed the middle part of the triangle-shaped trade route
slave ships followed across the seas. Ships left their home ports
in Europe, sailed to Africa to acquire and load their human freight,
crossed the Atlantic to the Americas to sell their cargo, and then
returned to Europe. In their book Black Cargoes: A History of the
Atlantic Slave Trade, authors Mannix and Cowley describe how
slave traders packed their cargo—slaves—to maximize their profits.

As soon as an assortment of naked slaves was taken
aboard a Guineaman [slave ship], the men were shackled
two by two, the right wrist and ankle of one to the
left wrist and ankle of another. Then they were sent to
the hold or, at the end of the eighteenth century, to the
“house” that the sailors had built on deck. The
women—usually regarded as fair prey for the sailors—
and the children were allowed to wander by day almost
anywhere on the vessel, though they spent the night
between decks in other rooms than the men. All the
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slaves were forced to sleep without covering on bare
wooden floors, which were often constructed of
unplaned boards. In a stormy passage the skin over
their elbows might be worn away to the bare bones.

William Bosman says, writing in 1701, “You would
really wonder to see how these slaves live on board; for
though their number sometimes amounts to six or seven
hundred, yet by careful management of our masters of
ships”—the Dutch masters, that is—"they are so regu-
lated that it seems incredible: And in this particular our
nation exceeds all other Europeans; for as the French,
Portuguese and English slave-ships are always foul and
stinking; on the contrary ours are for the most part clean
and neat.” Slavers of every nation insisted that their
own vessels were the best in the trade. . . .

There were two schools of thought among
the Guinea captains, called the “loose-packers” and the
“tight-packers.” The former argued that by giving the
slaves a little more room, with better food and a certain
amount of liberty, they reduced the mortality among
them and received a better price for each slave in the
West Indies. The tight-packers answered that, although
the loss of life might be greater on each of their voyages,
so too were the net receipts from a larger cargo. If many
of the survivors were weak and emaciated,' as was
often the case, they could be fattened up in a West
Indian slave yard before being offered for sale. The
argument between the two schools continued as long as
the trade itself, but for many years after 1750 the tight-
packers were in the ascendant.? So great was the profit
on each slave landed alive in the West Indies that hardly
a captain refrained from loading his vessel to her utmost
capacity. The hold of a slaving vessel was usually about
five feet high. That seemed like wasted space to the

! emaciated—extremely thin, starving.

2. ) .
in the ascendant—dominant, in control.
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Guinea merchants, so they built a shelf or platform in
the middle of it, extending six feet from each side of the
vessel. When the bottom of the hold was completely
covered with flesh, another row of slaves was packed on
the platform. If there was as much as six feet of vertical
space in the hold, a second platform might be installed
above the first, sometimes leaving only twenty inches of
headroom for the slaves; they could not sit upright dur-
ing the whole voyage. The Reverend John Newton?
writes from personal observation:

The cargo of a vessel of a hundred tons or a
little more is calculated to purchase from 220 to
250 slaves. Their lodging rooms below the deck
which are three (for the men, the boys, and the
women) besides a place for the sick, are some-
times more than five feet high and sometimes
less; and this height is divided toward the mid-
dle for the slaves lie in two rows, one above the
other, on each side of the ship, close to each
other like books upon a shelf. I have known
them so close that the shelf would not easily
contain one more.

The poor creatures, thus cramped, are like-
wise in irons for the most part which makes it
difficult for them to turn or move or attempt to
rise or to lie down without hurting themselves
or each other. Every morning, perhaps, more
instances than one are found of the living and
the dead fastened together.

? John Newton (1725-1807), an Englishman, was one of the most remarkable
figures of the slavery era. A deserter from the British navy who became the
captain of a slave ship, Newton had a sudden realization, during a violent
ocean storm in 1748, of the immorality of what he was doing. He attributed
his being saved from death and his change of heart to the grace of God.
Newton left the sea and was ordained an Anglican priest, spending the rest
of his life as an outspoken opponent of slavery. Based on his experience, he
wrote one of the world’s most famous hymns, Amazing Grace.
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Dr. Falconbridge stated . . . that “he made
the most of the room,” in stowing the slaves,
“and wedged them in. They had not so much
room as a man in his coffin either in length or
breadth. When he had to enter the slave deck, he
took off his shoes to avoid crushing the slaves
as he was forced to crawl over them.” Taking
off shoes on entering the hold seems to have
been a widespread custom among surgeons.
Falconbridge “had the marks on his feet where
[the slaves] bit and pinched him.”

In 1788 Captain Parrey of the Royal Navy was sent
to measure such of the slave vessels as were then lying
at Liverpool and to make a report to the House of
Commons. He discovered that the captains of many
slavers possessed a chart showing the dimensions of the
ship’s half deck, lower deck, hold, platforms, gunroom,
orlop,* and great cabin, in fact of every crevice into
which slaves might be wedged. Miniature black figures
were drawn on some of the charts to illustrate the most
effective method of packing in the cargo.

On the Brookes, which Captain Parrey considered to
be typical, every man was allowed a space six feet long
by sixteen inches wide (and usually about two feet,
seven inches high); every woman, a space five feet, ten
inches long by sixteen inches wide; every boy, five feet
by fourteen inches; every girl, four feet, six inches by
twelve inches. The Brookes was a vessel of 320 tons. By
the law of 1788 it was permitted to carry 454 slaves, and
the chart, which later became famous, showed how and
where 451 of them could be stowed away. Captain
Parrey failed to see how the captain could find room for
three more. Nevertheless, Parliament was told by reli-
able witnesses, including Dr. Thomas Trotter, formerly

surgeon of the Brookes, that before the new law was
passed she had carried 600 slaves on one voyage and

609 on another.
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4 orlop—the lowest deck of a ship.
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surgeon of the Brookes, that before the new law was
passed she had carried 600 slaves on one voyage and
609 on another.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

I. The chart showing how 451 slaves could be fitted on board
the Brookes left Captain Parrey wondering where the
captain could fit even three more slaves.What would have
had to be done to fit 609 slaves on that ship?

2. What other businesses can you think of that can maximize
profits in ways similar to the techniques used on slave ships?

3. What does the argument of the Guinea captains show you
about their attitude toward their cargo!?
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